Enrique Dussel in declaring Kierkegaard "the founder of the 'prehistory of Latin American Philosophy and the immediate antecedent of our new Latin American thinking'" (30).
The dynamic struggles between church and state over the two millennia of Christian history are critically important to understanding the development of Western civilization, and the Reformation-era physician and political theorist Thomas Erastus has been associated with one of the defining features of these conflicts. Erastianism is a historical term often used imprecisely as a virtual synonym with Max Weber's caesaropapism, that is, a more or less absolute dominance of the civil authority exercised over spiritual matters and ministry. In his recent book Divine Transcendence and the Culture of Change (Eerdmans, 2011), David H. Hopper describes theories of the relationship between church and state associated with thirteenth-century figures such as Marsilius of Padua, who predates the life of Thomas Erastus (1524-1583), as offering "a persuasive statement of the Erastian position" (174). Hunter Baker, in his book The End of Secularism (Crossway, 2009), describes a situation in which Christians "surrender the priorities of the church to state approval" in the following way: "That is Erastianism and that is a heresy" (140). Although generally eschewing the term itself, except in association with the thought of Thomas Hobbes (132), Brad S. Gregory argues that the modern separation of church and state amounts to a fundamental relationship of state control of churches, a logical consequence of the magisterial Reformation's dependence on the civil magistrate for support:
Western states' control of religion in the early twenty-first century is a latter-day extension of the sixteenth-century control of churches by states. Secular authorities have exercised this control in many different ways in the interim, with divergent historical trajectories in individual countries and regions. But every one of these trajectories in individual countries and regions derives from sixteenth-century states' control of the churches. (The Unintended Reformation [Belknap Press, 2012], 154) If historical terms such as Erastianism are to have any meaningful significance, however, then they ought to bear some conceivable resemblance to the views of their namesake. In this regard, Charles D. Gunnoe Jr.'s work on the complex life and thought of Erastus is an invaluable aid. The many superficial, fragmentary, and partial interactions with Erastus in historical literature stand in need of correction, which Gunnoe's study is designed to initiate. As Gunnoe writes, "My goal has been to replace the multiple and often competing versions of Erastus in the historiography with a more unified, intelligible portrayal of Erastus; in short, to move from many Erastuses to one" (3). To this end Gunnoe focuses his exploration of the multitalented Renaissance physician to his years at the University of Heidelberg, between 1558 and 1580, and proceeds in three major parts. In the first part, Gunnoe outlines the origins of the introduction of the evangelical faith to Heidelberg and the context of the composition of the momentously important Heidelberg Catechism. In part 2, Gunnoe focuses on Erastus' ongoing engagement in church political matters, particularly as related to his dispute over church polity and church discipline with a party led by Caspar Olevianus, who espoused a model inspired by the Genevan consistory. In part 3, Erastus' declining influence in church politics gives way to an increasing emphasis on his natural philosophical endeavors. These three periods combine to provide a comprehensive, if not exhaustive, introduction into the mature intellectual interests of Erastus.
Gunnoe's work is characterized by meticulous interaction with the relevant primary sources, made possible by his work in the archives in Heidelberg and other relevant collections on the Continent. Particularly noteworthy is Gunnoe's reliance on Erastus' largely unpublished correspondence, which testifies to Erastus' significance for the early modern intellectual news network of Reformers and Renaissance humanists. One of Gunnoe's more intriguing claims, for scholars of the Reformation, has to do with Erastus' involvement in the composition of the Heidelberg Catechism. The authorship of the Catechism has often been ascribed to Zacharius Ursinus primarily and Olevianus secondarily. Although not denying the influence of Olevianus, Gunnoe contends that a more committee-like approach is warranted from the extant sources and that "Erastus stands out as the one member of the committee besides Ursinus whose participation is most explicitly confirmed by the sources" (129).
The picture that we have of Erastus on the question of the relationship between church and state is also refreshingly revisionist. On Gunnoe's account, Erastus' intention in the disputes with Olevianus was less to enforce an absolutist control of the church by the
